The men of the baroque age must have differed basically from their mediaeval and renaissance ancestors to have carved and painted the same scenes with such striking changes. In the typical mediaeval or renaissance Annunciation the angel makes his presence known so quietly that Mary's meditation seems deepened rather than disturbed. While she looks up from her book she might be thinking: "As lightning, or a taper's light, Thine eyes, and not thy noise waked me."
put in its place by its imposing successor, the Acta sanctorum.
The Acta was compiled by a society of archivists who, replacing Abelard and Aquinas as defenders of orthodoxy, aimed to confute the questionings of Protestantism and of the new spirit of science by organizing nothing less than the whole documentation of Christendom. The resulting official hagiographical encyclopaedia of Catholicism began publication in 1643 and reached its sixty-fourth, but not final, folio volume in 1925. This monument of baroque erudition resembles the mediaeval stories only in that both were written in Latin and both arrange the saints' lives in the calendar order of the saints' days. But whereas The Golden Legend is one of the most often reprinted, translated, and illustrated of all early books, the Acta sanctorum has never been completely reprinted, translated, or illustrated. Inevitably the defensive criticism that elaborated the Acta sanctorum had to reject The Golden Legend as naive and crude. Thus the compilers of the Acta endorsed an earlier jibe at their predecessor: "How unworthy of God and Christian men are those tales of the saints called The Golden Legend-though why golden is past explaining, being written by a man with a mouth of iron and a heart of lead."
When the scholars of the great age of ecclesiastical research are at such odds with the mediaeval popular storyteller, it is no wonder that some saints' lives differ in the two accounts. Take, for Saint Hilary embarrasses the saints' calendar with his salty Gallicanism because he became a saint while saints were still being made by popular demand through local bishops. Saint Francis was canonized at Assisi less than two years after his death, and in another instance the process was pushed through in two months. Local authorities continued to make saints at will until 993, when the papacy conducted its first canonization. Once under way, the centralizing of authority in Rome was quickened by Protestant doubts about "pigges' bones" and miracles. Urban VIII established definitive papal control over beatification and canonization and made the entrance requirements strict and uniform by decrees in 1625 and 1634. In Many things show that the Counter Reformation separated the clergy more sharply from the laity than the Middle Ages had done. Take such an obvious indication as clothes. While it sometimes requires sharp scrutiny to make sure if a lady in a Van der Weyden painting is an abbess or a duchess, a glance tells the difference in a Veronese or a Van Dyck. The determination of the clergy of the Counter Reformation to make themselves distinct from the world was voiced by Saint Ignatius when he instructed his followers that "they must all try to think alike and to talk alike." To perpetuate this solidarity, he founded the first Jesuit seminary, which exerted military discipline to break natural variations of temperament and standardize a type.
The will thus forced into special channels acquired special powers. After a seventeenthcentury seminaristhad followed Saint Ignatius's Spiritual Exercises by withdrawing into a shuttered room to ponder how Hell must look, sound, smell, taste, and feel, or to study a skull while he imagined himself dying, dead, and buried, he emerged eqdtipped with an experience whose intensity could be recalled in after years for preaching or persuading. Saint Teresa of Avila had to begrudge like a miser every thought or glance that she did not direct to God, if she were to gather strength for her "soul to take leave of itself like a flame flung up from a fire." Out of the visions that possessed her as readily as daydreams steal over the rest of us, she was able to describe more exactly than anyone else the obscure adventure that can lead the soul to union with God. Saint Teresa wrote so clearly because she felt with a woman's keenness and sharpened her perceptions by comparing notes among a wide circle of mystics.
Despite the Church's official reserve, popular opinion then held that to achieve a trance was to be scratched with the lion's claw of sainthood. So general was the ambition to attain mystical experience that the Spaniards coined a verb for faking ecstasies. Saint Philip Neri realized that hypnosis is often induced by staring at something and warned anyone praying against gazing too fixedly at a pious image lest his head turn. This might be what once happened to Saint Teresa during Mass at Avila. traying subtleties of expression to suggest what cannot be painted because it cannot be seen. At a time when newly discovered scientific laws were beginning to make this world seem more real than the world beyond, the artist's safest course was to show only heaven or earth. But when he was obliged to include both of these ever more divided and irreconcilable worlds in the same picture, he had, as a Christian, to insist that the apparition was factual by focusing a strange, distinct light on every eyelash and button. The baroque painter had to bring evidence to prove what the mediaeval painter took for granted: that the vision is as real as the visionary. El Greco's Burial of the Count of Orgaz expresses once and for all the clash of absolutes between this world and the next. In the bottom half, among the earthy umbers and blacks and golds of chasubles and doublets, the body of the count, which sags inside its dark armor, is being lowered into its tomb. But aloft, in that other light that Saint Teresa could stare into wide-eyed, though it shone brighter than the sun, up aloft swirls and blows the terrible, cold, mauve storm that is Heaven.
